Evaluation of a method for detecting aberrations in public health surveillance data.
The detection of unusual patterns in routine public health surveillance data on diseases and injuries presents an important challenge to health workers interested in early identification of epidemics or clues to important risk factors. Each week, state health departments report the numbers of cases of about 50 notifiable diseases to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and these reports are published weekly in the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. A new analytic method and a horizontal bar graph were introduced in July 1989 to facilitate easy identification of unusual numbers of reported cases. Evaluation of the statistical properties of this method indicates that the results are fairly robust to nonnormality and serial correlation of the data. An epidemiologic evaluation of the method after the first 6 months showed that it is useful for detection of specific types of aberrations in public health surveillance.